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The Japanese word “sekinin” is translation of
Western words such as “responsibility” and
“Verantwortlichkeit.” The Japanese expression
“sekinin o ou” (“take responsibility”) is posited
in a context of passive assumption vis-a-
vis an outside demand, and “sekinin ga aru”
carries the impression of having assumed a
moral responsibility. However, in English,
the phrase “take responsibility” is premised
on the notion of an actor actively assuming
responsibility. This is just one example of cases
where, while in Western languages an act that
is understood as representing active effort
on the part of the actor, in Japanese in many
cases it is replaced in the Japanese expression
by a passive response. There are countless
examples, such as the way the use of passive
expressions omitting the identity of the subject,
which is common in Japanese government
documents, is misinterpreted as shirking of
responsibility to the point of causing diplomatic
misunderstanding or the relationship of “omote”
and “ura” is transformed in the translation
into Western languages into “positive” and
“negative.” Taking these kinds of specific
examples as our point of departure, this project
will examine the ramifications not only in terms
of comparative linguistics and comparative
culture, but the distortion of information
through translation of cultural phenomena, the
establishment of templates of cross-cultural
communication, and aspects of the struggle for
leadership.
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